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Collings: Pre-Visions of the Restoration: The Poetry of Henry Vaughan

pre
previsions
visions of the restoration
the poetry of henry vaughan
michael R collings
members of the church ofjesus
of jesus christ of latter day saints have
become increasingly aware that the restoration of the gospel did not
occur in a vacuum inhabited only by joseph smith numerous individuals were involved both as forerunners and as disseminators of
newly restored or revealed principles and not all of those involved
were members of the church many enlightened theologians reformers philosophers and poets participated in the restoration which
culminated in the re establishment of the church of jesus christ in
1830
A literary contribution that is well known to members of the

the following stanza from william wordsworth s ode
intimations of immortality from recollections of early childhood
ofpremortal
premortal existence
it is a beautiful evocation of the doctrine of

church

is

our birth

but a sleep and a forgetting
the soul that rises with us our lifes star
hath had elsewhere its setting
and cometh from afar
not in entire forgetfulness
and not in utter nakedness
but trailing clouds of glory do we come
from god who is our home
is

1

58 65

Mil tons grand defense of mans free agency in
millons
another example is miltons
paradise lost as well as his other then heretical views though largely
unknown and unrealized until after the restoration of the church 2
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it

not necessary however to rely exclusively on the great
minds the strongest voices to find elements in strong parallel with
LDS doctrine other poets often less well known less widely acIDS
cepted critically were equally convinced of such doctrinal points as a
preexistence
pre existence and of an apostasy and the need for a restoration one
of the most fascinating is the minor poet henry vaughan
vaughan ca 1621 95 a contemporary of milton was a private
person whose poetry attracted little notice in his own time or in the
centuries following his death A recent editor of vaughans poetry
notes that the critical attention directed to the poetry of henry
five years far exceeds that of the pretwentyfive
vaughan over the past twenty
ceding three hundred 3 this is not because vaughan was unworthy of
attention but rather because of his historical context A royalist during the english civil war the losing side he abandoned the larger
circle of english literature and letters in 1642 leaving london to
return to wales at a time when the english temperament enjoyed
andjonson
jonson
the wit and unpredictable brilliance of men like donne and
vaughan was too conventional too meditative withdrawing from the
world into an inner realm of peace and light and unity 4
however the lack of critical attention in his own time does not
lessen his poetic excellence
vaughan says literary critic french
fogle now seems to be firmly established as one of the finest of the
pure lyric voices of the seventeenth century 5 neither does the lack
of critical acclaim obscure the fact that vaughans attitudes toward
man and religion closely resemble joseph smiths teachings more
than a century and a half later this is not of course to argue that
joseph smiths thinking an invaughan had any direct influence on onjoseph
fluence highly unlikely in light of vaughans obscurity he is rarely
even mentioned in english criticism until 1848 when his poetry was
re edited it is however to suggest that vaughans voice was among
the many voices alluded to by elder mark E petersen in the great
prologue as contributing to the creation of an atmosphere conducive
to the restoration in the early nineteenth century elder petersen
notes that the forerunners of the restoration had been working several hundred years before the birth of joseph smith subtly altering
political social philosophical and theological attitudes and
deepening the sense of individual worth and liberty essential for any
attempt at restoration vaughan contributed to that movement by
is
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expressing ideas which however narrow their audience closely paral
led those later developed more fully and authoritatively by the early
leaders of the church his poetry helped in at least some degree to
create an atmosphere for men to acceptjoseph
accept joseph smiths proclamation
of a general apostasy and need for a restoration
for me there is no better introduction to vaughans mystical vision or his concern with the state of man and of the visible church
than in his most famous poem the world 6 a poem 1I first encountered in a freshman literature course we had dutifully plodded
through the high points of english poetry from chaucer to donne
and milton pragmatically memorizing authors and titles for an objective test we memorized an occasional line or two from each poet
for the same end many of the poems were interesting some even invited a second or third reading but the world echoed in me
both as a young man enlarging his awareness of other greater minds
student who too often felt estranged from the interests
and as an LDS studentwho
and purposes of much of the literature
the world belonged to
me its opening lines captured the essence of immortality as we
understand the word in the church more than any other poem 1I had
read
eternity the other night
like a great ring of pure and endless light
all calm as it was bright
I1 saw

1

at the time

2
21

joseph smiths ring metaphor
though 1I was unaware of ofjoseph

for eternity 7 vaughans lines struck me forcefully there was something oddly stirringly familiar in the imagery the ring the pure
and endless light the unearthly ethereal calmness
the rest of the poem descends rapidly from the heights evoked in
those opening lines both spatially and spiritually to define the
world the realms of light are displaced by darkness
and round beneath it time in hours
drivn
drian by the spheres

days years

amov d in which the world
like a vast shadow mov

and all her train

were

hurld
4 7

in the darkened world vaughan defines the mortal state of the
states man the fearful miser
doting lover the darksome statesman
6citations
citations are
arc from fogles edition of vaughans poetry
the prophetjoseph
joseph smith salt lake city
prophet joseah
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those souls whose interests center too much on the things of this
world and who are caught in the corruption and apostasy of the
historical churches
yet digd
didd the mole and lest his ways be found
worke
workt underground
sce
see
where he did clutch his prey but one did sec
pelicie
po licie
that policie
perjuries
juries
churches and altars fed him Per
were gnats and flies
aloud and tears but he
it braind
raind about him bloud
drank them as free
23 30

despite temptations that strive to pinion mans interests
spirit

and his

to the earth
yet some who

and

all this while did weep and sing
sing and weep soard up into the ring
but most would use no wing
46 48

but most refuse even to look
vaughans awareness of an apostasy and his vision of the reality
of eternity unite to create an intensely moving poem urging men to
preach ings
listen to their inner convictions rather than to the empty preachings
of others the individual willing to trust the workings of the spirit
within him returns to that visionary eternity of the opening lines
A few can see beyond mortal barriers

0 fools

said 1I thus to prefer dark night
before true light
to live in grots and caves and hate the day
shews the way
because it chews
the way which from this dead and dark abode
leads up to god
A way where you might tread the sun and be
more bright than he
dis cusse
discusse
madnes so discussed
but as 1I did their aadnes
one whisperd
whi sperd thus
whispered
div
did for none provide
this ring the bride groome diffor
didfor
but for his bride
60
goi
49 601

vaughan s references to an apostasy become even more overt in
other poems in religion he defines the loss of authority in the
historical churches by concentrating on the lack of miracles among his
contemporaries after several initial stanzas which refer to biblical
revelations jacobs dream elias and the ravens he continues
282
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in abraams
abr rhams
Ab
hams tent the winged guests
abrhams
0 how familiar then was heaven
aate
eate drinke discourse sit downe and rest
untill the coole and shady even

nay thou thy selfe my god in
jire
fire
infare
infire
voice
whirle winds and clouds and that soft sorce
solce
soice
admire8
Spe
speakst
akst there so much that I1 admired
we have no conf
conference
rence in these daies
confrence
cont
frence
Con
13
15

20

since gods voice is conspicuously absent in vaughans world the remainder of religion is devoted to defining the need for continual
revelation which revelation had ceased not because god no longer
wished to commune with man but because man had divorced himself
from god
but in her religions long and hidden course
darke veines
passing through the earths clarke
growes
browes still from better unto worse
so poisons
poisond
poi sond breaks forth in some clime
cioth many please
cloth
and at first sight doth
but drunk is puddle or meere slime
chisick
Ph isick a disease
and stead of phisick

just such a tainted sink we have
like that Samar
samaritana
samaritans
itans dead well
nor must we for the kernell
kernel crave
because most voices like the shell

heale then these waters lord or bring thy flock
since these are troubled to the springing rock
looke downe great master of the feast 0 shine
and turn once more our water into wine
33 35 41 52

the

churches of his day 9 vaughan felt had transformed wine into
poison bringing not salvation but eternal sickness and ultimately
sadmire
admwe
admae

is

here used in its older sense of to be amazed

rather than in the modern sense of to look at

approvingly

the
9the
athe

Brittish church
brattish
brittish

clearly restates the theme of apostasy

and

ah

he is
is fled

while these here their mists and shadows hatch
my glorious head
mirrhe and incense watch
doth on those hills of mirche
haste haste my dear
shouldiers
soul diers
the souldiers

here
cast in their lots again

scamicssc coat the church
the seamlcssc
touchd not
thejews
the jews toucha

these dare divide and stain

1

10
101
loi
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eternal death 10 vaughan like joseph smith realized the confusion
of churches around him unlike joseph smith he did not receive the
revelations he apparently desired instead he perceived only the
sickness and watched the symptoms grow and spread while he could
only hope and pray
vaughan does not concentrate exclusively on the sorrows and sins
occasioned by mans loss of christs true church his finest poems
are in contrast uplifting and constructive they concentrate not so
much on mans loss through apostasy as on mans essential nature on
the innocence man once knew the state he no longer clearly perceives but might once again attain
critics frequently have difficulty explaining precisely what
pre existence L C martin
vaughan means when he refers to a preexistence
perhaps the best twentieth century editor of vaughan s poetry says
in relation to vaughans use of the preexistence
pre existence metaphor that it was
very easy for vaughan to proceed from thoughts of immortality to
thoughts of
pre existence to hold acquaintance with a transcendent
ofpre
offre
world I11 of the poems which define vaughans conception of a
retteate
reueate
Reue
preexistence
pre existence the most direct is the Ret
reate
ate
teate
1 1

happy those early dayes when
shind in my angell infancy
before

1I

understood this place
appointed for my second race
or taught my soul to fancy ought
all thought
celestiall
but a white celestially
Celesti
walkt above
when yet I1 had not wackt
A mile or two from my first love
and looking back at that short space
could see a glimpse of his bright face
when on some gilded cloud or flowre
my gazing soul would dwell an houre
boure
and in those weaker glories spy
some shadows of eternity
before I1 taught my tongue to wound
my conscience with a sinfully
sinfull sound
or had the black art to dispence
A sev rall sin to every sence
but felt through all this fleshly dresse
bright shootes of everlastingnesse
everlasting nesse
everlasringnesse
0 how 1I long to travell back
and tread again that ancient track
1I

lyctdas
lycidas and
attitude toward the british church might usefully be compared with milton s in lycidae
much later with swift s in A tale of
ofaa tub
111
martin ed henry vaughan poetry and selected prose london oxford university press 1963
lilL C marrin

vaughan

10 10vaughan

s

xvii
xvn
p pvn
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that 1I might

once more reach that plaine
where first 1I left my glorious traine
from whence thinlighted
thIn lighted spirit sees
that shady city of palme trees
but ah my soul with too much stay
Is drunkand
and staggers in the way
drunkkand
drunkard
drun
some men a forward motion love
but I1 by backward steps would move
6rn
and when this dust falls to the arn
urn
in that state I1 came return
32
321
521

1

in addition to references closely resembling LDS doctrines this life
second race and the implicit sense the child
as a second estate
is somehow closer to god vaughans poem is strongly reminiscent
of Word
wordsworths
sworths vision of mans progressing from a preexistence
pre existence
through mortality and into eternity like wordsworth vaughan in
tults rather than perceives a preexistence
pre existence thus suggesting that only
the child untainted by this earth can fully respond to such intuition
for vaughan childhood is a time of closeness to god in every earth
image the child may see beyond shadows to the solid reality of eternity but as the child grows and learns unfortunately through the
mediation of false teachers and flawed guides he loses this sense of
otherness and alienates himself from the heaven he knows exists but
cannot see
this loss of awareness is coupled in another of vaughans poems
with the apostasy itself because man is separated from god even
through the teachings of the church or perhaps because of the
teachings of the church he quickly loses his innate ability to see
spiritual things through a childs eyes in corruption vaughan
consciously connects these two losses speaking initially of eden he
says
sure it was so man in those early days
was not all stonehand
and earth
stone
stoneand
he shind a little and by those weak rays
had some glimpse of his birth
he saw heaven or
0 r his head and knew from whence
he came condemned hither
and as first love draws strongest so from hence
progressd thither
his mind sure progresso
1

8

unfortunately the fall dissipates this early link with the heavens
sighed for eden and would often say
he sighd
ah what bright days
those
were rhose
thosev 19 20 but the poem adds even then man is not
285
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entirely cut off from heavenly influence thrust out of the garden
man in his infancy could at least perceive an occasional evidence for
the eternal in the scenes of daily life
nor

was fleav
cleav n cold unto him for each day
heav
the vally or the mountain
afforded visits and still paradise lay

in some green shade or fountain
letger12 here each bush and cel
angels lay leigerl2here
high way knew them
each oke and highway
walk but the fields or sit down at some wel
and he was sure to view them
21 28

by vaughans time however the process of loss has progressed
the
until there is little light little hope and man is sunk below
shrawd 35 36 much of the bitterness and despair
center and his shrowd
so evident in the poems relating to the apostasy is here linked with
ofpreexistence
pre existence yet vaughan does not reloss of that innocent vision of
preexistence
main in despair human life might be dark sunk from its destined
heights divorced from heaven and heavens light significantly
however through mans own choices but manwill
man will not remain in
darkness in a final burst of affirmation vaughan looks forward to a
renewal of that intimate intercourse between man and god which
characterized human existence in eden eventually and soon he
proclaims the heavens will open again and darkness will vanish

alls

in deep sleep and night

darkness
thick darknes

lyes

hatcheth or thy people
and hatchets

but hark what trumpets that what angel cries
arise thrust in thy sickle
37 40
5740
3740

it seems appropriate to conclude an investigation into vaughans
vision of man with a short passage from the poem titled simply
man
after briefly considering the steadfastness and state of
many of earths creatures the bird in its flight the bee in its unending activity vaughan continues
would
the staidness
to his divine
and no
I1

said 1I my

god would

give

of these things to man for these
appointments ever cleave
new business breaks their peace
8811
11

UL
leigey
leiger
eiger

elzer
eizer

resident as ambassador
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in the natural world where everything develops and acts according
to the measure of its creation vaughan sees an analogy for the ideal
relationship between man and god yet man and his interests are
conspicuous more for their restlessness and irregularity than for their
steadfastness in all he does man incessantly works against his better
nature rather than with it the reason is quite simple man recognizes at some level below consciousness that he is part of a larger
process beyond mortality

he knows he hath a home but scarce knows
he sayes it is so far
that he hath quite forgot how to go there

where

21
19 211

it is an essential part of mans purpose to divine the pathway he must
follow to return to that home

he knocks at

all doors strays and roams
nay hath not so much wit as some stones have
which in the darkest nights point to their homes
by some hid sense their maker gave
man is the shuttle to whose winding quest
and passage through these looms
god orderd
ordaind
ordains
aind no rest
ordera motion but ord
22 28

in vaughans poetry is an insistence that man inherently belongs
to the sphere of god but largely through his own volition is cut off
from it the fall initiated mans sense of loneliness but was at least
ameliorated by adams unconscious awareness of eternity around
him of angels resident in every bush and cel
through the ages
however even that intuitive awareness has been stifled and deadened
until finally only the child retains any sense at all of being the literal
offspring of god or of having come from god to this earth or of
eventually returning to god the struggle to maintain spiritual intuition is compounded because the single entity the church whose
sole purpose is to guide man toward the pathway the child alone
man for vaughan is
remembers has become corrupted and lost
thus alone he has no true guide through the darkness surrounding
him only hesitant and partial memories of his own intimations of
immortality from recollections of early childhood
yet vaughan is a poet of assurance and hope A time will come
when heaven will open itself again to man or rather when man will
open himself fully to heaven vaughan himself did not see that time
but it did come through the restoration of the gospel it is
287
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now possible for all to see clearly those dim shadowy truths that
vaughan struggled to express that milton worked into nearly every
line of paradise lost that wordsworth molded to his purpose in the
immortality ode poets often use the metaphor of divine inspiration
to support their individual visions of man and mans destiny but just
as often that metaphor ultimately reveals more truth than the poets
themselves ever realize
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